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This article is a discussion on interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity in doctoral
works in the making disciplines, which include art, design, architecture and affiliated
areas. The article includes examples from nine doctoral theses in the making
disciplines that are the objects of investigation in the doctoral thesis of the author.
This article holds that while interdisciplinary approaches contribute to sharing
knowledge and have the potential to communicate research outputs to a broader
audience, transdisciplinarity has an even wider scope of knowledge sharing. Hence,
inter- and transdisciplinarity are catalysts, by the crossing of discipline borders, that
allow knowledge and understanding to be transmitted. However, disciplinary and
field-specific research is required for in-depth knowledge building.
Interdisciplinarity; transdisciplinarity; the making disciplines; doctoral theses

1

Introduction

At present, there is a strong demand for specialist competences within academia, as imposed by,
e.g., the EU Services Directive (2006/123/EC, 2006). Interdisciplinarity counterbalances this
specialisation. Large and complex research projects are an increasing international trend, needed to
meet major problem areas in society, and complex research requires combinations of expertise
inside or even outside the academy.
This article is a discussion of the contribution of interdisciplinarity in research within the so-called
making disciplines, which include art, design, architecture and affiliated areas. For this purpose, I use
as examples nine doctoral theses that I have analysed as a part of my doctoral work (Solberg, 2017).
All the theses entail a creative practice component with various roles in the doctoral work. They
were chosen from within the European Higher Education Area, which is the topic of my PhD project.
The following is a brief description of the major concepts used in the article. Then I discuss the roles
inter- and transdisciplinarity have had in the nine theses.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike
4.0 International License.
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2

Academic Disciplines and the Making Disciplines

Leonardo da Vinci worked as an artist and an architect, even dealing with technical inventions, thus
representing the Renaissance humanist ideal. He was a fifteenth-century polymath, but he was not
interdisciplinary in our sense of the term, because the concept of academic disciplines was not yet
established. Neither were art and architecture included in the academy. This was the era of guilds,
though art academies emerged in the following years. Academic disciplines in our sense of the term
were not established until the nineteenth century. In this article, I use the term disciplines in the
sense of academic disciplines, entities that are based on academic fields of study. Sharon Parry said:
Disciplines are abstract entities, with a heterogeneous international population, and
they are identified as being the intellectual society to which the doctoral student aspires.
… it is the discipline and its norms that are of the most importance and value to doctoral
students. For this reason, the discipline is identified as being the intellectual society to
which the doctoral student aspires. (Parry, 2007, p. 23)
This reflects that the doctoral thesis is an indicator of disciplinary competence and that it is
examined, except in rare cases, by scholars drawn from the international disciplinary arena. From a
sociological perspective, Foucault described disciplines as “groups of objects, methods, their

corpus of propositions considered to be true, the interplay of rules and definitions, of
techniques and tools” (Foucault, 1972, p. 222).
In this respect, there is a distinction between discipline and profession. While the profession
concerns knowledge for current professional practice, the academic discipline allows study that is
external to current practice (Andersson, 2001, p. 295). This means that the scope of the discipline is
wider than that of the profession while at the same time potentially less dedicated to the
professional practice. The distinction between profession and discipline represents a dichotomy
embodied in a number of fields: the need to be accepted as academic disciplines versus the need to
remain relevant to the practice field. This is also true for the so-called making disciplines, a
traditional Nordic designation for the fields of art production, object design, industrial design,
architecture, landscape architecture, urban design and spatial planning (Dunin-Woyseth & Michl,
2001, p. 1). In order to clarify this concept, Dunin-Woyseth said:
A Scandinavian concept of the making disciplines has been an attempt to formulate a
kind of quality supportive framework for making discourse rather than of a sensu stricto
traditional discipline. (Dunin-Woyseth, 2009, p. 9)
By this statement, Dunin-Woyseth, to a certain degree, modified the discipline aspect, underscoring
that even if called disciplines, the making disciplines are not academic disciplines in a conventional
understanding of the term. Inherent in this clarification is an ongoing debate on what constitutes an
academic discipline. The way I see it, the making disciplines is a fortunate concept because of the
making aspect, the action orientation, the approach of producing things. This reflects the link to
practice, being part of a creative, productive community. At the same time, this is combined with the
term discipline, as I see it, primarily referring to an academic discipline. Even though I am aware of a
debatable conflict embodied in this term, I use the making disciplines in a way that includes
academic discipline. Of note is the plural form, which indicates that this is more than one discipline;
the making disciplines is a multi-disciplinary concept.
In the process of defining the position of the making disciplines in the academy, one may search for
their domicile within the broad domains of natural and social sciences and the humanities. In a study
of Swedish doctoral theses in architecture, Biggs and Büchler defined three main cultures of
knowledge: Human and the Humanities, Natural and Technology and Applied and Social. They found
that the architectural theses were distributed among all of them and, for the most part, each thesis
tended to belong to more than one culture of knowledge. However, they also identified one
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component that could not fully be positioned in any of these. This was the creative practice
component.

Figure 1 Illustration of the architectural theses and three main cultures of knowledge. The dark globe, partly within and
partly outside the other three, represents the creative practice component (Biggs & Büchler, 2011b p. 70).

Hence, the making disciplines is a multi-disciplinary concept that, in respect to its creative practice
component, may be regarded as exceeding the broad academic domains.

3

Interdisciplinarity and Transdisciplinarity

A number of terms are used for the crossover and interaction between different disciplines in
academic enterprises. In the following, I use the terms interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity.
Interdisciplinarity is “a means to share disciplinary knowledge in order to create new concepts and
theories, create a product to solve specific problems” (Forty et al., 2006, p. 42), or “…the connecting
of contribution from several disciplines, directed towards elucidating a common meta-level problem
complex” (Dunin-Woyseth, 2009, p. 65). Hence, interdisciplinary projects cross the borders of
disciplines and tend to have problem-solving objectives.

Figure 2 Interdisciplinarity. Interaction between disciplines

The concept of transdisciplinarity has been increasingly discussed in recent years as a designation
for enterprises that not only transgress the borders of disciplines but even the borders of the
academy, including a broader scope of competences.
…transdisciplinary contributions involve a fusion of disciplinary knowledge with the
know-how of lay-people that creates a new hybrid that is different from any specific
constituent part.
Transdisciplinarity is not a process that follows automatically from the bringing together of people
from different disciplines or professions but requires an ingredient that some have called
“transcendence”. It also implies the giving up of sovereignty over knowledge, the generation of new
insight and knowledge by collaboration, and the capacity to consider the know-how of professionals
and lay-people on equal terms. (Forty et al., 2006, p. 32)
Thus, following Forty’s definition, transdisciplinarity is not only an approach for exceeding the
borders of the academy but should also include a way of transcience that has consequences for the
very concept of knowledge, as well as the acceptance within the academy of knowledge from nonacademics and lay-men.
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I have used this understanding of transdisciplinarity in my analysis of the theses. This means that I
looked for possible exceeding of academic disciplines and also for the way multiple disciplines were
interacting within the projects.

Figure 3 Transcending the academic disciplines

4

Transdisciplinarity and Mode 2 Knowledge Production

Transdisciplinarity is a key component of Mode 2 knowledge production, characterised by Gibbons
et al. as knowledge which emerges from a particular context of application with its own distinct
theoretical structures, research methods and modes of practice, but which may not be locatable on
the prevailing disciplinary map (Gibbons et al., 1994). The following definitions clarify their agenda:
Mode 1: The complex of ideas, methods, values and norms that has grown up to control the
diffusion of the Newtonian model of science to more and more fields of enquiry and ensure its
compliance with what is considered sound scientific practice.
Mode 2: Knowledge production carried out in the context of application and marked by its:
transdisciplinarity; heterogeneity; organisational heterarchy and transcience; social accountability
and reflexivity; and quality control which emphasises context- and use- dependence. Results from
the parallel expansion of knowledge producers and users in society. (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 167)
Hence, transdisciplinarity is included in the definition of Mode 2 knowledge production by Gibbons
et al. A number of scholars endorse Mode 2 as particularly appropriate to the making disciplines
(Biggs & Büchler, 2011; Doucet & Janssens, 2011; Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2011; Schwab &
Borgdorff, 2014). Schwab and Borgdorff even regarded art as the most extreme case of Mode 2
knowledge production. In 2011, Dunin-Woyseth and Nilsson argued that while knowledge
production by transdisciplinarity and creative practice had been regarded as an extreme position, a
more inclusive model of research had been developing in the last decade so that these approaches
were on the way to achieving academic recognition as well as gaining the interest of practitioners
(Dunin-Woyseth & Nilsson, 2011, p. 92). Discussing post-academic science, Ziman regarded Mode 2
knowledge production as having some post-modern features that, in his view, are much needed
corrections to what he called an excess of “scientism”, and it also helps to rescue the scientific
imagination from entrenched specialisation (Ziman, 2000, p. 329).
On the other hand, Helga Nowotny, who was one of the authors of the 1994 book (Gibbons et al.,
1994), said in 2001 that Mode 2 had been criticised for being simplistic or banal, though the book
struck a chord of recognition among both researchers and policy-makers. Nowotny observed that
those with the most to gain from the thesis of Mode 2 knowledge production accepted it the most
warmly. These included researchers in professional disciplines such as management, who were
struggling for acceptance by the more established and more “academic”, disciplines; as well as
researchers in newer universities, other non-university higher-education institutions, or outside the
strictly defined academic and scientific systems.
While looking for inter- and transdisciplinarity in the nine theses of my doctoral project, I was well
aware of a close relationship between these and Mode 2 knowledge production.
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5

Nine Doctoral Theses

Figure 4 The nine doctoral theses

The nine doctoral theses that are presented in this article (Solberg, 2017) all have a component of
creative practice as an essential part of their research projects, though with various roles. In most of
the projects, this component is included in the research output. The theses were chosen in order to
expose this diversity. When my PhD project was initiated, the number of theses in which the creative
practice part had a pivotal, decisive role was restricted. Therefore, the theses in this analysis are not
representative of a larger number. For my further research, there will be more theses available. The
theses in this project have been accepted in recent years by four higher education institutions in four
countries: KU Leuven in Belgium, Aalto University in Finland, the University of Gothenburg in Sweden
and Oslo School of Architecture and Design in Norway. These countries represent different traditions
within the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), which was the geographical area of my doctoral
work. The theses are all from the making disciplines – in principle, three from architecture, three
from design and three from the field of art – though there are various combinations of these
disciplines within the projects.
The analysis includes issues of purpose and the results of the research projects, as well as the
research methods and strategies used, one of which is the aspect of inter- and transdisciplinarity
that is the topic of this article. The theses were analysed as academic texts. There have been no
interviews. The theses are publicly available documents, but the authors have been asked
permission for presenting images from their theses.
During this analysis, three categories emerged: first, projects with collaborative working groups;
second, projects with two interacting disciplines; and third, projects with what I choose to call
“multifaceted monodisciplinarity”. In the following, the theses are organised according to these
categories.

1555

6
6.1

Collaborative Working Groups
Otto von Busch

Fashion-able. Hacktivism and Engaged Fashion Design (von Busch, 2008)
University of Gothenburg. PhD

Figure 5 From the Hackers and Haute Couture Heretics workshop, Istanbul
Figure 6 Redesigned denim from the Swap-O-Rama, Istanbul, 2007
Figure 7 The Swap-O-Rama catwalk. Photo: Von Busch. Source: von Busch (2008)

von Busch is a designer within the field of textile and fashion. His doctoral project included a number
of workshops with the purpose of designing and making clothes. The workshops comprised
combinations of professional designers and non-professional participants. In some of the workshops,
there were mostly or even solely non-professionals. The researcher arranged the workshops. The
objective of von Busch’s doctoral project was a contribution to turning fashion upside down,
allowing non-professional participants to make their own garments and to learn from designers and
from each other. He had an activist approach, as in hacktivism, and deliberately included people of
different backgrounds, rich and poor, professionals and lay-men, in his workshops. In his words, this
inspired and motivated the participants, and the products of their creativity became a spur for
continuing to work with their new ideas after the workshops. von Busch regarded the workshops as
vehicles for self-enhancement and for the reinterpretation of what he described as the top-down
fashion myth (von Busch, 2008, p. 135). Thus, the workshops were materialisations of the ideas of
the project, and they were crucial for the research project. The concept of using participatory
working groups from within and outside the academy to conduct the research made this a
transdisciplinary project.
The contribution of transdisciplinarity in this project was the inclusion of lay-men and non-academic
expertise in the workshops, which was the very core of this project, aiming at contributing to turning
the fashion industry upside down. Collaboration between professionals and lay-men demanded that
the professionals share their expertise and popularise their language in order to communicate to the
working groups. This gave the non-professional participants the ability to learn from the
professionals, trigging their creativity and developing their self-esteem. However, this also meant
that the expertise of professional designers was tuned down in these projects, potentially causing
them to crave respect for their artistic professionalism and design quality.

A transdisciplinary project. Collaborative working groups including lay-men and non-academic expertise
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6.2

Arild Berg

Artistic Research in Public Space. Participation in Material-based Art (Berg, 2014)
Dr. of Art, Aalto University

Figure 8 and 9 From the art project in the school.
Figure 10 Sketching for the resting-room in the church. Photo: Berg. Source: Berg (2014)

Arild Berg is an artist in the field of ceramics, in his terms, a “material-based art”. His doctoral
project included artwork in three public buildings in Norway: a school, a hospital and a church. In
these art projects, Berg collaborated with participatory working groups in which he was the
professional, performing artist. There were working groups for each of the three projects.
Participants were users and resource persons of the institutions in question. The working groups
participated in the making of the artwork, both in planning and in material experiments. Berg
underscored the importance of the acceptance of the artwork by the people who were using the
buildings, and, in this setting, he regarded the artwork as a transformative social force. As a result of
these projects, he found that, to some extent, the art created a new sensory presence: it was a
materialisation of the identity of the people on site.
The collaborative working groups were crucial to this research project. The artist-researcher
gathered information from a combination of professionals and non-professionals from inside and
outside the academy, which is a transdisciplinary approach. The collaborative working groups,
including the users of the buildings, secured the relevance of the artwork. They contributed to the
acceptance and understanding of the artworks by the users of the buildings. By including the
working groups in the process of making the art, the artist was able to make his artwork
communicative. In the working process, the artist had to share his knowledge by communicating to
lay-men and professionals of other disciplines. This required popularising his language and making
sketches and suggestions that were understandable to the members of the group. As I see it, this is
of relevance to the problematic insider’s perspective of the artist-researcher. By communicating to
the working group and including the members in the decision process, the artist-researcher allowed
other perspectives on the process and, thus, took a step outside his insider’s perspective. However,
this “democratic” process of artistic expression may lead to artwork that is predictable and safe.
Securing the acceptance of the artwork by the users of the public spaces in question meant avoiding
provocative artwork. The collaborative working process – the inclusion of the participants of the
working group into the decision-making – may weaken artistic freedom and narrow the scope of
opportunities for the artist.

A transdisciplinary project. Collaborative working groups including lay-men and non-academic expertise
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6.3

Thierry Lagrange

Look Here Now. Mapping Design Trajectories (Lagrange, 2012)
PhD, K.U. Leuven

Figure 11 From Matrix Method workshop with students. Photo: Lagrange
Figure 12 Hybrid Seoul
Figure 13 Hybrid Mont Blanc. Stills from videoworks: Lagrange. Source: Lagrange (2012)

Lagrange is an architect who also works with photography. In the first phase of his PhD project, he
used photography and video as tools for the act of looking, focusing on architecture and landscapes.
Photography was a working tool for this research project. The two disciplines of architecture and
photography were interrelated and intertwined, though with different roles in the project. This
integration of two disciplines represents an interdisciplinary approach that also, because of the
different roles of the disciplines, may have transdisciplinary aspects. However, over time, the project
developed from an initial exploration phase of combining photographs and text into a matrix system
to an enterprise of using these components as a method for generating ideas and creativity: the
Matrix Method. This process included workshops with architect students and working groups from
various other milieux. The researcher used these working groups for developing the Matrix Method,
which was a result of his doctoral research project. As I see it, this constitutes a distinct
transdisciplinary approach.
The interdisciplinary approach of this project exposed a close relation between two making
disciplines, architecture and photography, and the way they can interact in a research project. The
workshops communicated this to the members of the working groups, who shared the potential of
idea generation and creativity embedded in these disciplines. At the same time, the qualifications of
members from other fields contributed to this concept. Hence, the transdisciplinary approach
constitutes communication across and outside the academic disciplines in a reciprocal way.
However, from a disciplinary point of view, one may ask where this research project belongs,
whether it was a project within the field of architecture and the broader field of the making
disciplines, or whether transdisciplinarity took over, making this project leave its original academic
basis.

An interdisciplinary project: The researcher is working within two making disciplines
A transdisciplinary project. Collaborative working groups from various fields including lay-men and non-academic expertise
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7
7.1

Two Interacting Disciplines
Arnaud Hendrickx

Substantiating Displacement (Hendrickx, 2012)
PhD, K.U. Leuven

Figure 14 and 15: From art project 1: ProMotion. Arnaud Hendrickx and Gabriël Lester
Figure 16: From the exhibition of seven artefacts. Photo: Arnaud Hendrickx
Source: Hendrickx (2012)

Hendricks is an architect who, in his PhD project, collaborated with artists on a number of
exhibitions and performances. There was one collaborating artist in each project. The artist and
architect both contributed with their professional expertise. The results of the projects reflected
both and might be fruitful to both. Hence, this combination of architecture and art tends to
constitute an interdisciplinary project. However, Hendrickx regarded this as a Mode 2 project, which
suggests a transdisciplinary approach. This distinction must be sought in the design of the research
project. The topic of investigation was the personal development of the researcher as an architect.
The art projects related to this investigation. In these projects, the artist was moving out of his
comfort zone, from the field of architecture to the field of art, which was foreign to him. The art
projects were collaborations between him and the artists, while Hendrickx was the one that
conducted the research project. For the purpose of his own investigation, he sought assistance from
professionals from another discipline. This feature approximates the concept of transdisciplinarity. I
find Hendrickx’s suggestion reasonable; this was a research project with Mode 2 characteristics.
The major contribution of transdisciplinarity in this project was the opening of architecture for the
artist and of art for the architect. The two participants shared expertise. In order to achieve this,
they had to communicate in the other’s premises, use language and actions that were
understandable for each other and concentrate on understanding the approaches of the other
participant. Beyond this, what was the role of the artists in these projects? Hendrickx called them
mediators. Were the artists and the architect-researcher co-operating on equal terms? Or did the
concept of transdisciplinarity encompass a potential bias, one discipline assisting the other? In these
projects, the architect was the researcher, and the works of the researcher were the topic of
investigation. This is what made this an interdisciplinary project. At the same time, this included a
certain bias between participants in the project when it came to the research aspect.

A transdisciplinary research project: The researcher seeking expertise from another making discipline. Interaction from the
two in order to obtain new knowledge.
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7.2

Arne Magnus Johnsrød

Microbial Patination of Copper and Brass (Johnsrød, 2009)
PhD, Oslo School of Architecture and Design

Figure 17, 18 and 19: Microbial patination of metal sheets. Bacterial cultures on test samples, copper and brass sheets. The
left sample is 3*5 cm. Photo: Johnsrød. Source: Johnsrød (2009)

Johnsrød’s project was within the fields of metalworks and biology, a collaboration between himself
as a designer and artist and experts from the field of biology. The project is an example of applied
research; the purpose was to create biological patination methods for artists’ metal corpus work. As
an artist, Johnsrød had seen the need for research on this issue. He contacted experts in biology at
the University of Life Sciences, who joined him in the development of a research project. Johnsrød
then conducted the experiments needed, using the research methods of biology throughout. Thus,
the project was a combination of disciplines of substantial distance from each other. It included
qualified scholars on both sides; therefore, one may characterise this as an interdisciplinary
enterprise. However, again there is the question of the role of the disciplines. In this project, a
researcher from one discipline needed expertise from another discipline. The researcher
transcended his own discipline in order to obtain the expertise needed for his own project. This
tends to be a transdisciplinary approach. It also has characteristics of Mode 2 knowledge production,
by the context of application and its position that does not fit into the prevailing disciplinary map. As
I see it, this is also an example of engaging in an informed dialogue with an academic discipline,
which Dunin-Woyseth recommended for the making disciplines (Dunin-Woyseth, 2009, p. 9).
In collaboration between projects from distant academic disciplines, the need to make oneself
understood by the other participant is crucial and a particular challenge to the communication of
academic expertise. The project opened the field of art to biologists and vice versa. Though, even if
this was a project for artists, supplying artists’ needs for new patination methods, the research
project as such was conducted within the field of biology. One may ask whether this was not actually
a research project in biology, even if artists may benefit from the results.

A transdisciplinary project. Seeking expertise from another discipline. Collaboration between experts from distant disciplines
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7.3

Janne Reitan

Improvisation in Tradition: A Study of Contemporary Vernacular Clothing Design Practiced by
Iñupiaq Women of Kaktovik, North Alaska (Reitan, 2007)
PhD, Oslo School of Architecture and Design

Figure 20, 21, 22: Making Iñupiaq clothing. Video stills: Reitan. Source: Reitan (2007)

Janne Reitan is a textile designer and a teacher educator. The topic of her doctoral work was the
making of vernacular clothing by women in Kaktovik, Alaska, as well as how this making process is
learned. In her research project, she made the same kind of garments herself, using her
qualifications as a textile designer, which she regarded as crucial to her investigation.
The setting was the everyday working process, the seamstresses making garments the way they use
to. Reitan participated in their work, learning and performing the art of making the traditional
garments. She took the role of a participating observer. Therefore, this was not a collaborative
working group arranged by the researcher, as in the projects of von Busch, Berg and Lagrange, and
did not have the same features of transdisciplinarity. However, Reitan had two perspectives in her
investigation: investigating both the vernacular design process and the learning process. Thus, this
project entailed the twin competences of textile design and pedagogy. The research questions of her
project included both perspectives, and both were entailed in the research result. Because of this
combination of two disciplines, I regard this an interdisciplinary project, even if both disciplines are
embodied in the same researcher, a two-in-one researcher.
The contribution of interdisciplinarity in this project was exactly this combined investigation of
design making and design learning. Both were processes scarcely known outside the community of
seamstresses in Kaktovik. Thus, this interdisciplinary approach contributed to making the tacit
knowledge of this design process known to outsiders. This also goes for the way this tradition was
transferred. Reitan, herself one of the learners, contributed to distributing this knowledge by her
combination of designing and pedagogy. However, this double and interdisciplinary research
approach may also imply a lack of depth in both aspects, since they were both to be embodied in
one PhD project.

An interdisciplinary project: The researcher is combining two disciplines
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7.4

Pavlina Lucas

The Photographic Absolute: An Architectural Beginning (Lucas, 2013)
PhD, Oslo School of Architecture and Design

Figure 23. 24: Images from Logbook. Photo: Lucas. Source: Lucas (2013)

The doctoral work of Pavlina Lucas was in a crossover field of architecture and art. Lucas has a
professional background in both. Her research project was propelled by her wish to introduce
intuition at the outset of the creative process towards an architecture and was based on the
proposition that photographic practice opens a way to disclose intuitive insights that can be brought
into the production of spatial experience. In this respect, the art of photography was a vehicle for
obtaining better architectural practice. Further, the photographs were included as artwork in the
result of the research project and were exhibited at the defence of the doctorate.
Therefore, the two making disciplines of photography and architecture interacted in the project,
though with different roles. In one way, this project exposed the close relation between two
disciplines that are both included in the making disciplines concept. In this case, they were also tied
together by the motifs of the photographs, focusing on space, the medium of architecture. At the
same time, this also exposed the difference between the two, one being closer to intuition than the
other. I regard this research project as an example of interdisciplinarity, with close and intertwined
relations between the disciplines.

An interdisciplinary project. The researcher is working in a crossover field of two making disciplines.
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8
8.1

Multifaceted Monodisciplinarity
Nithikul Nimkulrat

Paperness. Expressive Material in Textile Art from an Artist's Viewpoint (Nimkulrat, 2009)
Dr. of the Arts, Aalto University

Figure 25 “Private Garden” from the exhibition “Seeing Paper”. Photo: Nimkulrat
Figure 26 Detail from “The Growing Curtain”. Photo: Phakphum Julnipitawong
Figure 27 From the exhibition “Seeing Paper” Photo: Nimkulrat. Source: Nimkulrat (2009)

Nithikul Nimkulrat is a textile artist. The topic of her doctoral work was the expressivity of paper
cord as a material for textile sculptures. Her research project included artwork for two exhibitions,
as well as discussions on the exhibitions and how the sites of the exhibitions affected the audience in
their understanding of the artwork.
Her focus was on a particular feature of a concrete material: its expressivity when used for artwork.
Nimkulrat discussed this from different angles: from the perspective of the artist in the process of
making the artwork, from the perspective of the beholder, the audience of the art exhibitions, and
from the artist when including the response from the audience in her next artwork. Thus, this
project included the insider perspective of the artist-researcher as well as the outsider perspective
of the audience. In other words, it resided in the intersection between first and third person
perspectives. Nimkulrat argued that there is not yet a developed working method for this kind of
research. The concrete materials, the artist’s working process, the effect of the exhibition and the
exhibition site and the experience of the audience can be regarded as different facets of a broader
concept of research in the arts. In the context of this article, however, I regard this project as
representing a monodisciplinary approach.
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8.2

Wendy Morris

Drawing on the Past: Imlicit:Explicit:Complicit (Morris, 2013)
PhD, K.U. Leuven

Figure 28 Mealie. From “Off the Record”
Figure 29 Grenade. From “Off the Record”
Figure 30 Still from “Heir to the Evangelical Revival”. Drawing and photo: Morris. Source: Morris (2013)

Wendy Morris is an artist who makes animated charcoal drawing films. Her works of art include
three animated films. Writing is developed as an integrated part of her artwork. The major purpose
of her PhD project was to make the tacit knowledge of this field of art explicit by exposing how the
drawing films are made, the working process and the decisions taken during the work.
Included in Morris’ doctoral work is a discussion on what kind of films her artwork are. The films in
question concerned narratives related to her South African heritage. For this purpose, she used
various historical material and photographs as a basis. She discussed whether her works were
documentary films or not. This led to a discussion on whether she should use research methods
from the field of history in her project. Her conclusion was that artistic communication was
dominant in her films, making professional historical research methods less relevant.
The discussions in Morris’ doctoral work exposed the close interaction of disciplines within research
in the arts, in her case, the topic or literary content of the artworks and the artistic expression and
the decisions to be made in the making of them. This kind of research may relate to a number of
academic disciplines in a multifaceted mode. In this enterprise, there was an artistic core to the
project that, in my view, made this project monodisciplinary, though with a multifaceted approach.

9

Discussion

What I have found in this study of a small number of doctoral theses is that the present trend of
large, interdisciplinary research projects may be reflected in small-scale doctorate projects. Since the
doctorate is a personal enterprise for the candidate in order to be awarded an academic degree,
they may need expertise from other disciplines, while this external expertise does not necessarily
use the project as a research project of their own.
Three of the nine doctoral theses presented collaborative working groups. All the groups contributed
to developing the research results, which include artworks for public buildings, a creative ideagenerating method and the contribution of changing the fashion industry. In the first project, the
artwork was the objective and the result, while in the other two, the artwork were rather means of
achieving other objectives of the projects. All the collaborative groups included both professionals
and non-professionals, transgressing the borders of the academy, which is a vital feature of
transdisciplinary approaches.
Four of the theses are examples of interaction between two disciplines. In one project, the artist
needed expertise from biology for the research project. The artist himself crossed discipline borders
by conducting the biology experiments. In another project, an architect used collaboration with an
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artist as a means of looking at his professional practice from a different position. By borrowing
expertise from other disciplines for the purpose of their doctoral works, these candidates adopted
transdisciplinary approaches. Then there are two projects in which the researchers combined two
disciplines of their own, one combining architecture and photography, the other design and
pedagogy.
The two remaining projects are within what I prefer to call multifaceted monodisciplinarity. In these
projects, the artists both conducted research by means of and through their artistic working process.
The making of animated coal drawing films may be regarded two different disciplines, coal drawing
and animation, though in my opinion, these are two stages of the profession of making these films.
One may also argue that making textile sculptures and art exhibitions are two separate disciplines.
However, this research project did not concern the making of exhibitions as such but was a way of
understanding the artwork better. Hence, mono-disciplinary projects may include elements of other
disciplines, in what I regard as multifaceted working processes.
In general, the obvious benefit of interdisciplinarity is the inclusion of multiple types of expertise
needed for the problem area. Combinations of expertise constitute a potential for creating new
ideas and concepts. Since interdisciplinary discussions require a modified and popularised language
inside the research group, there is also a potential for communication to a broader audience.
However, what may be lost by this communication is the precision and efficiency of an expert
vocabulary.
The wider scope of transdisciplinarity, which tends to require giving up sovereignty of knowledge,
has the potential to tear down academic ivory towers, as seen in von Busch’s thesis. However,
respect for expertise is crucial. As stated by Forty: Without specialised disciplinary studies, there
would be no in-depth knowledge and data (Forty et al. 2006 p. 33).
Some features of inter- and transdisciplinarity are of particular benefit to research in the making
disciplines. It is generally accepted that performance in these disciplines requires non-verbal or tacit
knowledge. Collaboration forces the artist-researcher to make herself understood, explaining her
knowledge to people from outside the field. Thus, collaborative projects have the potential to make
the artist-researcher’s tacit knowledge explicit. Also, this kind of collaboration may mitigate the
particular artist- or architect-researcher’s problem – the insider’s perspective – since the artist is
communicating with partners on the outside throughout. At the same time, these disciplines need to
develop their own identities as academic disciplines and build their own knowledge bases.
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